reference not to the fictions of Crane, Hemingway, or Mailer but to the figure of Huckleberry Finn.
As the newspaper reviews suggest, O'Brien is undoubtedly a war writer, with all his works emerging from and based on the war in which he fought. In an interview in March 1990 he acknowledged the inescapable heritage of Vietnam: 'The war made me a writer. ' 2 However, he does not wish to be read purely as a war writer. In an interview in 1987 he declared: 'I don't think of myself as a "war writer." I don't think my writing is very political.' 3 believe, to the constant negotiation between reality and fiction, and the impression that the Vietnam War can be perceived in metafictional terms.
The immediate impact of The Things They Carried is based on O'Brien's fidelity to detail: 'The things they carried were largely determined by necessity. Among the necessities or near necessities were P-38 can openers, pocket knives, heat tabs, wristwatches, dog tags, mosquito repellent, chewing gum, candy, cigarettes, salt tablets, packets of Kool-Aid, lighters, matches, sewing kits, Military Payment Certificates, C rations, and two or three canteens of water. Together these items weighed between 15 and 20 pounds, depending upon a man's habits or rate of metabolism.' 5 This is the Jamesian 'solidity of specification' that helps create the 'reality' of Vietnam for readers. The catalogue not only creates a welter of detail but simulates the weight of the things carried by the grunts. These facts are combined with the intangible and the psychological: 'They all carried ghosts'; 'They shared the weight of memory'; 'They carried all the emotional baggage of men who might die' (Carried, 10, 14, 21) . The catalogue describes in microcosmic terms the fighting machine of the US and is symptomatic of a culture of production, consumption, and waste, as O'Brien indicates a little later: 'Purely for comfort, they would throw away rations, blow their Claymores and grenades, no matter, because by nightfall the resupply choppers would arrive with more of the same, then a day or two later still more, fresh watermelons and crates of ammunition and sunglasses and woolen sweaters -the resources were stunning -sparklers for the Fourth of July, colored eggs for Easter -it was the great American war chest -the fruits of science, the smokestacks, the canneries, the arsenals at Hartford, the Minnesota forests, the machine shops, the vast fields of corn and wheat -they carried like freight trains; […] for all the ambiguities of Vietnam, all the mysteries and unknowns, there was at least the single abiding certainty that they would never be at a loss for things to carry' (Carried, [15] [16] the problem of representation, the (in)adequacy of language as a mode of conveying the meaning, the feelings, the flavor, the terror, and the boredom of war. It is only through inscription and re-inscription that he can hope to communicate the 'truth' of war, and that is one reason the narrative is both repetitive and circular. Every assertion of 'truth' needs to be qualified and re-presented if it is to be perceived as 'authentic'. O'Brien creates an aesthetic of antisentimentalism whereby there is no morality or heroism that can be extracted from the experience of combat. This is unexceptionable and ties in with his sense of the injustice of the Vietnam War, which I discuss in a while.
The yoking of contraries mentioned earlier is not as value neutral as the narrative might imply. A long passage on pages 80-81 indicates some of the problems:
It can be argued, for instance, that war is grotesque. But in truth war is also beauty. For all its horror, you can't help but gape at the awful majesty of combat.
You stare out at tracer rounds unwinding through the dark like brilliant red ribbons. You crouch in ambush as a cool, impassive moon rises over the nighttime paddies. You admire the fluid symmetries of troops on the move, the harmonies of sound and shape and proportion, the great sheets of metal-fire streaming down from a gunship, the illumination rounds, the white phosphorus, the purply orange glow of napalm, the rocket's red glare. It's not pretty, exactly. It's astonishing. It fills the eye. It commands you. You hate it, yes, but your eyes do not. Like a killer forest fire, like cancer under a microscope, any battle or bombing raid or artillery barrage has the aesthetic purpose of absolute moral indifference -a powerful, implacable beauty -and a true war story will tell the truth about this, though the truth is ugly. (Carried, 80-81)
The irresistible beauty of combat is something that soldier-writers have testified to across wars.
In There is a touching faith in the power of the word, the story well told that adds value to the narration. Steven Kaplan says that The Things 'is O'Brien's expression of his love of storytelling as an act that can wrestle tolerable and meaningful truths from even the most horrible events'. I was a trembling, because I'd got to decide, forever, betwixt two things, and I knowed it. I studied a minute, sort of holding my breath, and then says to myself: "All right, then, I'll go to hell" -and tore it up.
It was awful thoughts, and awful words, but they was said. And I let them stay said; and never thought no more about reforming. (Finn, 235)
Huck Finn rejects the morality of his times that justifies the dehumanizing institution of slavery and overturns moral paradigms; it is better to go to hell to save a fellow human being. As John
Seelye puts it, 'In declaring himself against the laws of man Huck becomes an outlaw, but he is in truth an avatar of the higher laws of humanity, beyond the reach of society's often unfair rules, his raft a dwelling reminiscent of Natty Bumpo's cabin in The Pioneers or the hut at Walden
Pond, being a sanctuary of both sanity and sanctity.' 22 The sanctuaries that Seelye describes are temporary ones but they represent crucial alternatives, territories of conscience in times of injustice and strife.
In After the war, with such Cheshire cats grinning in our trees, will the ancient tales still tell us new truths? Will the myriad world surrender new metaphor? After our war, how will love speak? 23 
